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TRIVIA:  By 1900, Denton had a number of flour mills in operation, most notably the 

Alliance Mill.  But which was the first and where was it located?   For answer, see page 9  
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Common School Districts in Rural Areas:  

Halting First Steps to Educating Countyõs Youth 
By DJ Taylor  

Bernard, Milam, Brown and Kelsoe.  

What comes to mind when you hear that?  

A law firm? 

Or, how about Independence, Liberty, 

Harmony and Friendship?  Sounds a bit 

like an idealist philosophy, donõt you think? 

The answer to both is that they were all 

names of Denton County rural, or com-

mon, schools that operated from the 

1870s into the 20th century.  Some rural 

schools lasted into the 1960s, but most 

were gone by the 1950s.  Many show up 

as òcommunitiesó in the old county news-

papersõ community reports from that era, as 

the school location best identified the sur-

rounding unincorporated area. 

Education has been at the forefront in the 

thoughts of Texas inhabitants for nearly 200 years.  In 

1824, when Mexico won independence from Spain, a 

cornerstone of the new constitution called for public 

education of its citizens, including those of what is now 

Texas.  When Texas declared independence in 1836, 

they listed the failure of the Mexican government òto 

establish any public system of education, although pos-

sessed of almost boundless resourceséó 

But financing public education and putting it into 

practice seemed to be wholly apart from the lofty ideal 

of educating the children of Texas.  Most early schools 

in the state, including those in Denton County, were 

begun through the efforts of small individual groups 

who set up classrooms in whatever building could be 

used for teaching (many were Masonic meeting halls 

that also served the public as a place of worship).  The 

teacher was usually someone possessed with the fun-

damental skills to teach the youngsters how to read 

and write, along with some mathematical aptitude 

thrown in.  The teachers were hired and paid by funds 

from the studentsõ familiesñno state or county funds 

available. 

The 1876 Texas Constitution came at the end of the 

Reconstruction era.  Its importance to education was 

the setting aside of 45 million acres of public domain 

for the support of public schools.  Counties were given 

designated areas from which their schools would re-

ceive revenue when the portions of the area were 

sold.  Denton Countyõs òschool landsó were south of 

Wichita Falls. 

The late 1870s saw the rise of the rural schools in 

our county, as well as in Texas.  The custom for those 

wishing a school in certain areas was to dedicate by 

means of gift, or sale for a minimal amount, to the 

county a portion of land for a schoolhouse to be built.  

The first one on record in Denton County is a deed 

from M. C. Castin, dedicating one-and-one-half acre 

from the Spencer Graham Survey for a school on Janu-

ary 27, 1877.  The school became known as the Gra-

ham School at what is now Argyle and was adjacent to 

the Graham-Argyle Cemetery on Country Club Road.  

As with all early rural schools, the locals were respon-

sible for the materials and construction of the  

                  See òEarly Schoolsó on page 11 

ABOVE:  The Christal School, now in Ponderõs Eddie 

Duessen, Jr. Park, was typical of the one -room schoolhouses 

from the late 1800s.                          Photo:  DJ Taylor 
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A Message from DCHC Chair, Dr. Charlotte Mooneyhamñ 

Denton, Where the Past Walks and the Walls Talk  

 

y&CTB@SHNM HR RHLOKX SGD RNTK NE @ RNBHDSX @R HS 

O@RRDR EQNL NMD FDMDQ@SHNM SN @MNSGDQqx     

                                              ñG. K. Chesterton 

Powerful places, buildings and structures can be so 

enduring and so defining that personalities and char-

acter seem to be a part of those inanimate struc-

tures.  Denton County is such a place where institu-

tions of learning walk the streets with the citizens, 

visit the merchants, and gather at the Courthouse on 

the Square.  Denton County is a county strength-

ened by schools with an overlay of university influ-

ence.  The universities, Texas Womanõs University 

and The University of North Texas, define Denton.  

From the last decade of the 19th Century to the be-

ginning of the 21st Century, these campuses brought 

art, literature, mathematics, and science to the coun-

ty.   

Part of the enduring strength and presence of Den-
ton County comes from the schools throughout the 

county.  Public schools where learning is possible for 

all, where integrity and character are formed, where 

compassion and help abide, where communities still 

connect.  Sweet historical structures preserved in 

Green Valley, Bloomfield, and others are reminders 

of a dedication to the citizens of Denton County. Ed-

ucation matters and is available to all. Education is 

power, the power to shape oneõs own life and lift 

others up. DJ Taylor talks about some of the very 

first schools in this edition of Retrospect.  

Benton Staley, former Frisco mayor, told students 

that schools were established before towns and the 

towns or cities of the future were often about 5 

miles apart because they grew up around the 

schools.  Five miles was the maximum distance that a 

child might reasonably walk to and from school be-

tween dawn and dusk. Even if a child was lucky 

enough to ride a horse, that distance was not cov-

ered quickly. The early schools were often the cen-

ters of communities.  When communities gathered 

for celebrations, the school house was used. School 

houses and universities still unite. 

How many cities and counties have university art-

ists, scientists, and historians in residence?  Scholars 

and artists continue to enrich and have enriched 

Denton.  My mother heard John Philip Sousa perform 

on the TWU campus in the thirties and in the fifties I 

watched the Royal Danish ballet on campus.  From 

formal teas to applied science, the universities are 

part of Denton. The Environmental Science building 

on the UNT campus, the chemistry of nutrition, the 

poetry of mankind and the history of the ages are 

part of daily Denton doings. TWU helped research 

food preservation for a trip to the moon and UNT 
can turn the stars in the sky via their planetarium to 

past centuries and seasons. The music of UNT and 

TWU, the dancers, the writers and actors are a con-

tinuous backdrop to the everyday lives of county res-

idents. Joined by NCTC at the Corinth Campus, 

these places of higher learning do elevate and their 

presence is indeed, Dentoning, in a Denton County 

way. Descendants of Denton County express a feel-

ing of the lessons from the schools; the universities 

and the one room school houses. On the streets 

downtown, on the farms, and in homes humble and 

majestic, the past walks with the present.  The 

schools permeate the county and no one walks here 

without feeling the presence of the places of learning. 

We are not who we were nor who we will be; but daily 

becoming. Unique Denton County, ever better, is 

more than can easily be defined.  To feel the county:  

visit the structures, know the universities, find the 

schools, and meet them on the courthouse square 

where the walls talk. 
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Legends Meet History at the Mound  
By Cerise Cameron Blair  

What would a story of something as renown as The 

Flower Mound be without the folklore that precedes its 

history ð especially when a fair amount of that history 

is well documented? 

The area is the beginning of the of the US western 

prairie.  This point east is known as the Cross Timbers, 

and Denton County sits astraddle the very eastern 

edge of the end of the timbers and the beginning of the 

grasslands. 

Those grasslands were the very thing that made the 

migration from this point on to Americaõs west possi-

ble.  They have provided food for the animals to graze 

for hundreds of years.  It is an ecosystem estimated to 

be several thousand years old.  A grassland such as ex-

ists on The Mound may support as many as two hun-

dred varieties of wildflowers.  In a period of little or no 

rain, wildflowers may die above the ground but their 

roots become prolific below ground level.  Some con-

trolled burning helps maintain the viability of the grassland. 

It is known that several American Indian tribes ð such as the 

Wichitaõs and the Comancheõs ð flourished in this area.  Both 

large and small animals existed such as bison, elk, deer and even 

bear, javelina, prairie chickens and grouse preceded the settlers 

to the area and made this a lush hunting ground and food source 

for the Indians. 

Early settlers were told The Mound was a sacred burial site 

for the Indians.  It is said that the Wichitaõs custom was to bury 

their dead in shallow graves on hilltops.  The Mound is the high-

est point adjacent to known Indian camps and it is still believed 

it may contain ancient burial grounds; however, this has never 

been proven. 

Prior to 1836, before most settlers began arriving, the area 

was part of Mexico.  After Texas won independence a few set-

tlers began moving in to what was then part of Fannin County.  

By the early 1840s immigration was encouraged and W. S. Pe-

ters formed the Peters Colony.  Many potential farm settlers 

soon began their move to claim land grants. 

Once methods to plow ground were developed to help farm, 

preserving the grasslands became a new and important focus as 

prairie grass, such as grows today on the Mound.  This grass not 

only didnõt need to be plowed but must not  be plowed, if it is 

to be perpetuated and left to re-establish the prairieõs protec-

tion. 

Ownership of The Flower Mound  

John R. Wiswell (and wife Edy) and family of 5 children arrived 

from Illinois in 1844.  (To fulfill their bargain, they built a home, 

fence and cultivated 15 acres and lived there 3 years.  The 

Mound was on the southern edge of their property.  After 

Wiswell died, Edy married twice more, first to Burnett Doen, 

who died in1854; she then married again to a Mr. Higgins.  It 

should be noted that a widowed woman with children lived eve-

ry day in grave danger and multiple marriages were not uncom-

mon for widows.  No gravesites of any of these early settlers 

have been found. 

In December, 1857 Edy (Wiswell) Higgins and children (John 

and Henry) sold their shares of their grant to George Beavers 

(wife Hattie Owen) from Tennessee.  Then in August 1872 

George and Hattie Beavers purchased another of Wiswellõs 

tract.  Throughout several years the Beavers descendantsñ

primarily George and Hattieñacquired most of the surrounding 

land.  George Beavers was a prominent resident and citizen, and 

one of the principal founders of the Flower Mound Presbyterian 

Church in 1854 and also the Donald Academy, just north of The 

Mound.  Beavers died in 1905; many of his descendants remain 

in the area today. 

The church carries its original name and still functions.  The 

cemetery surrounding the old church is active today and is esti-

mated to contain some 2,000 graves and 450 markers.  Many of 

the graves are those of the original settlers in the vicinity of The 

Mound. 

Another family, the Alexanders, came to the area in 1884 

from Alabama and owned the home closest to The Mound.  

Their family members are also buried at the old nearby Church 

cemetery. 

In the late 19th century the land around and including The 

Mound was known as Long Prairie.  (2499 today also carries the 

name Long Prairie Road.) 

The next owners of note were Ray and wife Charlie Fay 

Lester, who moved to Lewisville in 1906.  The Lester family op-

erated a grocery store in Lewisville and owned The Mound for 

42 years.   

During all that time all the owners saved The Mound as a nev-

er to be plowed hay meadow. 

In the early 1950s the prominent Marcus family bought a size-

able portion of Denton County.  Edward was Chairman of the 

Board and with his brother Stanley were owners of Dallasõ 

famed Neiman-Marcus department store. 

Edward Marcusõ Black Mark Farms encompassed nearly 4,000 

acres of the Southern part of Denton County.  A name that                                     

See òThe Moundó on page 7 

                    òThe Moundó      photo:  flowermoundfamily.com 
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Voices from the Past, Voices for the Future:  

Higher Educationôs Impact on Denton County  

On Tuesday September 13th the Denton County Office of His-
tory & Culture opened a new exhibit highlighting higher educa-
tion in Denton County and its impact on the community. The 
exhibit titled, Voices from the Past, Voices for the Future: Higher 
Educationôs Impact on Denton County features artifacts and pho-
tos from the University of North Texas, Texas Womanôs Univer-
sity, and North Central Texas College.  

Denton County is a major destination for college-bound stu-
dents, boasting three institutions of higher education. It was not 
chance that brought them to Denton. Building the campuses and 
the spirit of what became the University of North Texas, Texas 
Womanôs University, and North Central Texas College took the 
courage and conviction of the entire community. The voices of 
the citizens and the voices of the students have combined to 

make Denton County a truly unique place.   

Robin Jett, instructor of history at North Central Texas College 
and a graduate from both the University of North Texas and Tex-
as Womanôs University, was tasked over the summer to research, 
write, and design this exhibit in conjunction with the staff of the 
Denton Office of History and Culture. 

All exhibits and lectures are free and open to the public.  The 
courthouse has handicapped parking and accessibility through the 
north entrance. The Denton County Courthouse-on-the-Square is 
located at 110 W. Hickory in Denton, TX.       ðOHC 

 

ABOVE:  An interactive display in the Courthouse 

Museum.      All photos on this page by Kelsey Jistel 

ABOVE & BELOW:  Portions of the exhibit high-

lighting higher education at the Courthouse-on-the-

Square Museum 

ABOVE:  North Texas State University (now Universi-

ty of North Texas) students cheer at a 1970 football 

game in this display. 

ñEducation is our passport to the future; for 
tomorrow belongs to those that prepare for it 
today.ò 

-El Hajj Malik Shabazz (Malcolm X)  

The beautiful thing about learning is that no one can take it away from you.  ñBB King 
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Hispanic Heritage Festival Headlines  

Hispanic Heritage Month in Denton County  

Denton County is celebrating Hispanic Heritage Month.  

Each year, Americans observe National Hispanic Heritage 

Month from September 15 to October 15, by celebrating the 

histories, cultures and contributions of American citizens whose 

ancestors came from Spain, Mexico, the Caribbean and Central 

and South America. 

The observation started in 1968 as Hispanic Heritage Week 

under President Lyndon Johnson and was expanded by President 

Ronald Reagan in 1988 to cover a 30-day period starting on 

September 15 and ending on October 15 and was enacted into 

law on August 17, 1988. 

In honor of Hispanic Heritage Month, The Denton County 

Office of History & Culture presents òBorder Studies,ó an ex-

hibit featuring images by eight gifted photographers and maps 

showing historical relocations of the border, highlighting the 

vitality of places, people, and patterns of culture along the Texas

-Mexico border. Border Studies is a traveling exhibition by Hu-

manities Texas. This exhibition is located on the second and 

third floors of the Courthouse-on-the-Square, and is available 

for viewing Monday-Friday 10 AM ð 4:30 PM, and Saturday 11 

AM - 3 PM. The exhibition will run September 13th through 

October 15th. Denton County Commissioners Court kicked off 

the month with a proclamation on September 13th.  Chaplin 

Tom Silva delivered the invocation and Emilio Gonzalez led all in 

the pledges. 

Hispanic Heritage Festival  
Also in partnership with the Tri-County Hispanic Chambers 

of Commerce, the Denton County Hispanic Chamber of Com-

merce, and LULAC Council 4366 the Denton County Office of 

History & Culture and the Denton County Health Department 

will host a òHispanic Heritage Festivaló a day of fun filled 

activities on Saturday, October 1st from 10:00 am until 

3:00 pm, at the Courthouse-on-the-Square featuring: 

Vendor booths representing Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colom-

bia, Cuba, El Salvador, Mexico, Panama, Peru, Puerto Rico, 

Spain, Venezuela, Tejano, the Mexican city of Muzquiz, and Den-

ton LULAC Council 4366. The booths are to educate and in-

form visitors about our diverse Hispanic/Latino Cultures in 

Denton County. Each booth will offer individual food items and/

or products for a nominal donation. A Passport will allow chil-

dren to receive a stamp from that vendor once they learn a bit 

about that country/culture. 

Other vendor sections include Family Health Care Education, 

Childrenõs Arts and Crafts, Education, Small Business, Legal Ser-

vices and Social Services. 

The Denton Department of Health will offer diabetes health 

talks throughout the day inside the courthouse and will provide 

free flu shots.                        ñOHC 

ABOVE:  The Denton County Commissioners Court proclaimed September 15-October 15  

                 as Hispanic Heritage Month at the September 13 meeting of the court.   ñPhoto by Joe Duncan, OHC 
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In the 1950s  it was a Top of the World Adventure  

By Alec Williams  

     Long, long agoñabout 1957-1958ñmy fa-

ther and I used to bum around on Sunday morn-

ings, at least until I go too old for such things 

(remember that quote from Mark Twain).  

Sometimes we went to cemeteriesñthereõs a 

lot of history there.  Sometimes weõd check out 

a lot of buildings and sites around town.  One 

Sunday morning, my father took me to the top 

of the Courthouse. 

     Remember the period of time weõre talking 

about here.  There were no tall buildings at Tex-

as Womanõs University, and the Southland Life 

Building in Dallas was the tallest building west of 

the Mississippi (or so they said in their TV ads).  

The top of the Courthouse was a long way up. 

    We went there, though.  My father had evi-

dently checked all this out, and we were allowed 

inside, and a friend or staff member showed us 

up the winding metal stair on the third floor, up into the clock tow-

er, through the window, and out onto the balcony. 

     There was all of Denton, Texas (as it was at that time) laid out 

before us.  What do I remember best?  Looking over towards 

Stonewall Jackson Elementary (North Ward), and thinking that the 

next day I would be there in Mrs. Kirkpatrickõs fourth grade class.  

The real thrill was being able to look north, south, east, and west, 

and to be able to see it all, and know we were 

far, far above the crowd. 

     Years later in the 1970õs, I was interviewing 

Mr. Clarence Allen for the Emily Fowler Public 

Library Oral History Collection.  I asked him 

what sort of toys kids had way back then.  

òToys?ó he said.  òA child doesnõt need toys.  A 

childõs imagination is limitless.ó  How right he 

was.  Iõve been back to the top of the Court-

house many times, and it was great, but it was 

never as great an adventure, like the first time.  

I remember walking through the new neighbor-

hoods in the northeast part of Denton, when 

these were being planned and built.  It was an 

adventure to see all the new houses, and to 

explore parts of Denton I had never seen.  The 

small cluster of woods behind our house wasnõt 

just scrub brush and weeds.  It was òThe 

Hideout.ó A friend of mine and I had a special 

hiding place at the top of an oak tree where we 

could see for miles. TV programs and movies were almost real, 

whether Shakespeare or Howdy Doodyñand we kids saw both 

during the Golden Age of Television. 

     One of the great Chinese sages is supposed to have said that to 

find true wisdom, one must have the mind of a child.  How right he 

was, and whether itõs the Courthouse or an oak tree, it can be the 

greatest adventure in the world. 

By DJ Taylor 

Inspiration can come from many 

places.  For three of my grandsons and 

me it came from Alec Williamsõ won-

derful tale of climbing to the upper 

reaches of the Courthouse clock tow-

er to view Denton from a different 

perspective. 

On periodic visits to the Court-

house-on-the-Square, the Jones boys, 

Christopher, Gabriel and Liam, had 

often wished that they might be al-

lowed to go beyond the locked gate of 

the 3rd floor spiral stairway.  At a 

recent Historical Commission meeting 

the Office of History and Cultureõs 

Director, Peggy Riddle, announced 

that tours of the tower could be ar-

ranged.  Three boys became excited. 

Calls were soon made and at the appointed time in early July, we 

rendezvoused with Kelsey Jistel of the Office of History and Cul-

ture for the momentous climb.  The four of us set out with Kelsey, 

climbing the steep and winding stairway.  The narrow path with 

open grating is definitely not for those plagued by vertigo. 

I had always assumed that the stairs were one continuous spiral 

to the top but that is not the case.  At different levels the stairs end 

and a wider walk space leads to another side where the stairs re-

sume winding to the next level.  We finally reached the landing 

where the top outside balconies are 

located.  Strangely, there is no door.  

But Kelsey opened a widow and we 

stepped out for a look across Denton.  

It was magnificent! 

From this level one can climb up a verti-

cal and lengthy metal ladder to the clock 

itself.  I suggested to my fellow trekkers, 

òMaybe another time.ó  The clock these 

days is controlled by computer and elec-

tronics.  On the landing at this level are 

parts from the original mechanism that 

offer a glimpse into the precision re-

quired of clockmakers in the 19th centu-

ry. 

One thing that struck with me from our 

climb to the top of Denton:  it is quiet, 

up there.  I think that if you really con-

centrate and squint just a bit, you might 

hear the whispers of long ago voices:  Alvin Owsley making his ar-

guments in court, Sheriff Fry making plans to close down the stills, 

and the comments of the original janitor of this courthouse, Zack 

Rawlings.  Perhaps we can hear them all if we give it a try. 

As Alec said, a climb up those steps can be a great adventure, 

especially when done with the enthusiasm of a child.  Thanks Chris-

topher, Gabriel and Liam for your company.  And a thank you to 

Peggy for the opportunity; and to Kelsey for the tour, and especially 

to Alec for the inspiration. 

...and itõs still a GREAT adventure 

Clockwise from top:  Christopher Jones, age 10, Gabriel 

Jones, age 8 and Liam Jones, age 4, next to the original 

clock mechanism in the Courthouse Tower    Photo:  DJ Taylor 




